WANNA GARO FESTIVAL

Askipara, Haluaghat, Myanmensingh 8-9 December 2011

Speech by H.E. William Hanna, Ambassador and Head of European Union Delegation to Bangladesh

Dear Sanjeeb Drong, and member of the Askipara Wanna Festival Committee, all participants of the WANNA Festival 2011. 
I am delighted to be here today to attend for the first time this Festival considered as the most significant event that the Garo community celebrates in occasion of the end of the harvest season.
It is a coincidence that the WANNA Festival occurs every year at the time of the Human Rights Day, which is celebrated all over the world to mark the anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (adopted in 1948). 

The context of an Indigenous community celebrating their culture seems to me particularly suitable to recall today with you the importance that the EU attaches to Human Rights. 
The EU firmly supports Indigenous Peoples' rights in the world and in Bangladesh. The 27 Member States of the EU all support the 2007 United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.  We are working with the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights to support the participation of Indigenous Peoples at UN events and meetings. And we are supporting the International Labour Organisation in its work for Indigenous Peoples.  
The UN estimates that there are around 300 million people that define themselves as Indigenous living in more than 70 countries – predominantly developing countries. Many live in areas considered critical to the conservation of biodiversity and live in a way that does not endanger these resources.

The EU is giving practical and financial support to Indigenous Peoples around the world through projects implemented through our European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights, and through our Development Cooperation Instrument. Our goals are to increase indigenous peoples’ rights and capacity to control their own social, economic and cultural development, while enhancing territorial rights and capacity for sustainable management of biological resources. 
Ladies and gentlemen,

Here in Bangladesh, the EU pays close attention to the rights and opinions of Indigenous Peoples in all parts of the country. As part of our strategy, we consult representatives of Indigenous Peoples since the stage of programming of our financial support for both thematic and geographical programmes. Such assistance aims inter alia to enhance fair participation and representation of all ethnic groups at all levels of decision-making, and to strengthen the rights of persons who face discrimination on grounds of racial, ethnic or religious background.
Of course, the Chittagong Hill Tracts is the region of Bangladesh which has the highest concentration of Indigenous Peoples. After more than 25 years of insurgency dating back to the 1970s, demands for cultural distinctiveness and partial autonomy were presented to the Government of Bangladesh by representatives of the indigenous population of Chittagong Hill Tracts. After a successful dialogue, the CHT Peace Accord was signed in 1997 providing limited self-rule for the region. 

The Peace Accord can be considered both as the cornerstone for a successful peace building process and as a framework for development. Therefore the EU is financing support for implementation of the Peace Accord through the EU-funded ‘CHT Development Facility’ programme, which is run by UNDP.
To conclude we believe that the European Union has a long history of co-operation with, and support to, indigenous people around the world. This experience has improved our understanding with regard to the problems that affect their lives. We are well aware that among their many and just aspirations they do not want to lose their cultural practices and the traditions which define their identity. This is the reason for which we fully support any kind of initiative – like for instance this Festival – which goes in this direction and intends to capitalise indigenous traditions and make known to everybody the wealth of cultural diversity of Bangladesh. 
May I close by wishing all the participants and spectators an enjoyable and stimulating WANNA Festival. 
